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Foreshadowing and Suspense

from “Three Skeleton Key”
by George C. Toudouze

My most terrifying experience? Well, one does have a few in thirty-five
years of service in the Lights, although it’s mostly monotonous, routine
work—keeping the light in order, making out the reports.

When I was a young man, not very long in the service, there was an
opening in a lighthouse newly built off the coast of Guiana, on a small
rock twenty miles or so from the mainland. The pay was high, so in order
to reach the sum I had set out to save before I married, I volunteered for
service in the new light.

Three Skeleton Key, the small rock on which the light stood, bore a bad
reputation. It earned its name from the story of the three convicts who,
escaping from Cayenne in a stolen dugout canoe, were wrecked on the rock
during the night, managed to escape the sea but eventually died of hunger
and thirst.

But the rats did not drown. Not these fellows. As much as home in the
sea as any fish, they formed ranks in the water, heads lifted, tails stretched
out, paws paddling. And half of them, those from the forepart of the ship,
sprang along the masts and onto the rocks in the instant before she sank. . . .

Thousands of heads rose, felt the wind, and we were scented, seen! To
them we were fresh meat, after possible weeks of starving. There came
a scream, composed of innumerable screams, sharper than the howl of a
saw attacking a bar of iron, and in one motion, every rat leaped to attack
the tower!

We barely had time to leap back, close the door leading onto the gallery,
descend the stairs, and shut every window tightly. . . .

The horrible band in no measurable time, had swarmed up and over
the tower as if it had been a tree, piled on the embrasures of the windows,
scraped at the glass with thousands of claws, covered the lighthouse with
a furry mantle, and reached the top of the tower, filling the gallery and
piling atop the lantern.
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